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ABSTRACT 
 
Purpose  
The purpose of this paper is to present initial findings of a quasi-experimental 
study that analyzes what selection criteria provide the best measures of predicting 
future “success” in an undergraduate interior design program. Success in this study 
utilizes a performance assessment of a capstone interior design project.  
Methodology  
An undergraduate interior design program at a large Midwestern university was 
the focus of this study. The professional interior design undergraduate program begins 
in a student’s sophomore year. Prior to this, students are required to complete a series 
of general education and design foundation courses, which comprise of the College of 
Design’s Core Program. The interior design program selection process is conducted 
after the students’ freshmen year, using data from their freshmen year.  
A total of 35 students participated in the study. There were 33 females and two 
males in this group, and all participants were 19-20 years old at the time of the study. 
The selection process formula consists of: 1) Core Program GPA (40%), 2) portfolio 
assessment (40%), and 3) essay (20%). However, more student data was collected for 
all freshmen college of design students than what is used in the selection process such 
as high school GPA and rank, as well as ACT composite and subscores. Path analysis 
was chosen to examine the data. It is a statistical technique used to examine causal 
relationships between two or more variables. It is based on a linear equation system 
and it produces a clear and explicit result of the strength of the mathematical 
relationships contained within the model.  
Importance of Topic  
Determining a student’s potential is a serious endeavor in higher education. In 
these high stakes decision-making, most programs utilize a combination of assessment 
measures to obtain a full picture of the candidate student. In programs where only a 
limited number of slots are available, this selection process becomes particularly 
important. This process is based on the underlying assumption that academic units 
want to select the students who will be the most “successful” or who will succeed, given 
their conception of success. 
Relevance to Interior Design  
There is minimal current research on assessment of interior design program 
admission criteria and best predictors of success. Are there more appropriate tools for 
predicting successful design students in college than the traditional predictors like high 
school GPA, rank, and achievement tests that align with a program’s mission and 
learning outcomes? As faculty and administrators in interior design programs, it is 
crucial to first define what we mean by a “success” in an interior design program, and 
then be in a position to utilize the best predictors in the selection criteria for admission 
into a program.  
 
 
 
NARRATIVE 
Introduction 
The purpose of this paper is to present initial findings of a quasi-experimental 
study that analyzes what selection criteria provide the best measures of predicting 
future “success” in an undergraduate interior design program. Success in this study 
utilizes a performance assessment of a capstone interior design project. Path analysis 
techniques were used to investigate three main research questions. 
1.  How well did the existing admissions criteria predict future college success? 
These variables were the portfolio, the essay, and the Core GPA scores and are 
collected after the student’s freshmen year.  
2. How well did alternative measures that encompassed such attributes as 
motivation, persistence, and will of a student, predict success? 
3. How well did a student’s high school data predict future college success? 
Some of the high school data included high school GPA, high school rank, and 
ACT composite and subscores.  
 
Literature Review 
Camara (2005b) contends that there are many factors associated with college 
success and performance that extend beyond academic success and achievement. 
Academic performance is not the only dimension of college success, and grades are not 
the only criterion measure (Willingham, 1985). Camara (2005b) argues for broadening 
the criteria  and model for college success, and discusses five predictor domains in 
college admissions including: 1) Cognitive Measures such as standardized tests and 
 
 
 
GPA, 2) Noncognitive Scales such as personality tests, self-reports, and qualities of a 
student such as motivation, 3) Personal Qualities that would be found in letters of 
recommendation, portfolios, essays, interviews, and biographical and experience shown 
in special projects or research, extracurricular activities and leadership activities, 4) 
Applicant Characteristics such as race/ethnicity, gender, ability to pay, and 
veteran/military service, and 5) Other, such as high school characteristics (number of 
AP courses, location of high school), contextual factors such as institutional priorities, 
competitiveness of applicant pool, and legacy/alumni recommendation.   
One cannot evaluate new predictors of college success until one first defines 
college success and the multidimensional nature of this. A criterion refers to the 
dependent variable or outcome measure. It is a measure of the desired outcome and is 
what is used to evaluate the validity and utility of the predictors (Camara, 2005a).  
In a study by Whiteside-Dickson and Rothgeb (1989), the researchers found that 
47% of the interior design programs they surveyed used portfolio reviews as a quality 
control measure for entrance or continuation in their program. In general the portfolio 
reviews were used as a means of assessing design aptitude (talent and ability), and as 
enrollment management (quantity of students admitted). These researchers noted that 
the top five frequently reviewed skills in portfolio reviews included: 1) creativity, 2) 
drawing, 3) drafting, 4) design elements and principles, 4) design concepts (tie with 
design elements and principles), and 5) rendering.  
Kolar and Gorman (1987) investigated the significance of standardized tests, 
which were administered to entering interior design majors. The purpose of this study 
was to statistically analyze the results of test scores collected over a four year period to 
 
 
 
determine if they could serve as predictors of those individuals who successfully 
entered the interior design program. The researchers looked at four standardized tests, 
but only one of these tests, the Meier’s Art Judgment Test designed by Norman Charles 
Meier (1942) was shown to have predictive significance in addition to a student’s GPA. 
The purpose of the Art Judgment Test is to evaluate how well a student can judge art in 
terms of its composition and aesthetic appeal.   
Methodology 
An undergraduate interior design program at a large Midwestern university was 
the focus of this study. A total of 35 students participated in the study, however 33 
students remained at the end of the analysis given missing data from student class 
dropout. There were 32 females and one male in this group, and all participants were 
19-20 years old at the time of the study. The selection process formula consists of: 1) 
Core Program GPA (40%), 2) portfolio assessment (40%), and 3) essay (20%). 
However, more student data was collected for all freshmen college of design students 
than what is used in the selection process such as high school GPA and rank, as well 
as ACT composite and subscores. In this study there were three waves of data that was 
analyzed: high school, freshmen year, and sophomore year. A diagram of the data and 
the model in its abstract form is depicted in Appendix A. The list of predictor variables 
used in this study are shown in Appendix B and the criterion measure is a performance 
assessment of the student’s final design project in a studio class.  
Path analysis was chosen to examine the data. It is a statistical technique used 
to examine causal relationships between two or more variables. It is based on a linear 
equation system and it produces a clear and explicit result of the strength of the 
 
 
 
mathematical relationships contained within the model. Five initial path analysis models 
were run and the final, reduced model is shown in Appendix C. This includes all three 
waves of data and parses out the ACT scores into the significant subscores of math, 
elementary algebra, and geometry/trigonometry.  
Results 
 The results of the final path analysis model indicate several important 
observations. First, the ACT subscores of ACT_EALG (elementary algebra), 
ACT_GEOM_TRIG, and ACT_MATH show a significant direct relationship to sCAP. The 
GEOM_TRIG and MATH show a positive relationship to sCAP, while the EALG has a 
negative relationship to sCAP. Second, the GPAs also indicate a significant relationship 
to sCAP. There are indirect relationships between HSGPA and CoreGPA through the 
FGPA. Third, none of the sophomore year data, with the exception of FGPA, have any 
significant relationships to sCAP. And lastly, the IDRANK, which includes all of the 
interior design program admission variables (essay, portfolio, and CoreGPA), does not 
show any significant relationship to the sCAP.  
Discussion 
The results of the path analyses models revealed three important themes from 
the data. First, based on one year of data for the given predictor variables analyzed, the 
existing selection criteria variables were not significant. In all of the path analysis 
models, the portfolio, essay scores, and CoreGPA showed no significance in predicting 
success, nor did they have any relationship to other variables in the models. Given this 
poor showing of the existing selection criteria variables, further policy discussion on the 
role, nature, construction, and weight of these variables is needed. There is ample 
 
 
 
research on the value of portfolio review for certain fields or disciplines, especially in the 
arts and performing arts. However, there must be a clear connection between the actual 
portfolio content and the values and mission statement of the program, as well as the 
learning outcomes within the curriculum. There must also be a clear and transparent 
protocol for training the portfolio reviewers. 
 Second, GPAs were strong predictors as shown in the HSGPA, CoreGPA, and 
the FGPA. Model F indicated a strong predictive association between high school GPA, 
and final GPA for the capstone project. Surprisingly, the CoreGPA shows a strong 
negative direct relationship to the capstone project in Model B, which does not make 
intuitive sense. One conclusion is that the Core Program course content does not have 
any significant relationship to the capstone interior design project.Thus, further study 
into the Core Program may be warranted. Again, when better path models were 
developed, the CoreGPA variable proved to be insignificant to the capstone project. 
 Third, the ACT_GEOM_TRIG and ACT_MATH were a significant positive 
relationship to the capstone project, while ACT_EALG was a significant negative 
relationship to sCAP. One conclusion from these results could be that interior design 
requires students to think and draw in both two- and three-dimensions. A good design 
student would also be able to use geometry and trigonometry concepts more 
successfully than lesser talented design students. In contrast, the concepts inherent in 
elementary algebra may be less applicable to the discipline of interior design at this 
point in a student’s program of study or the nature of the capstone design problem.  
Concluding Remarks 
 
 
 
 The strong relationships of the three ACT subscores, in addition to the 
insignificance of the existing admission criteria variables warrant further study into the 
current admission criteria and equation. At this point it is too early to give a precise 
recommendation of weights for an ideal admission equation, but the way to get this 
information would be to run a regression analysis and then normalize the standardized 
regression coefficients based on their sum.  
However, the question still remains: is there a variable that could be introduced 
that would encompass more design related student knowledge and skills? One option is 
to investigate other standardized measures such as the Art Judgment Index. Another 
option is a modification of the existing portfolio contents and protocol review, so there is 
more alignment with the interior design vision and curriculum outcomes. In addition, 
what about other admissions criteria that cover the motivation, leadership, and other 
qualities of the candidate student? More data points are needed to have a clearer 
understanding and role of this measure in predicting success.  
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APPENDIX B 
HS_RANK High school percentile 
rank 
High School HS_GPA High school cumulative 
GPA 
ACT_CMPST ACT Composite Score 
ACT_ENGL ACT English Score 
ACT_MATH ACT Math Score 
ACT_READ ACT Reading Score 
ACT_SCNCE ACT Science Score 
ACT_USE_MECH   
ACT_RHET  ACT Rhetoric 
ACT_ELMTRY_ALGBR ACT Elementary Algebra 
ACT_ALGBR_GEOM  ACT Algebra Geometry 
ACT_GEOM_TRIG  ACT Geometry 
Trigonometry 
ACT_SCL_SCNCE  ACT Social Science 
High School 
[ACT Scores] 
ACT_ART_LIT ACT Art Literature 
HS_ART_UNITS High School Art Units 
HS_SCL_SCNCE_UNITS High School Social 
Science Units 
HS_FRNCH_UNITS High School French Units 
HS_GRMN_UNITS High School German Units 
HS_RSSN_UNITS High School Russian Units 
HS_LATIN_UNITS High School Latin Units 
HS_OTH_LANG_UNITS High School Other Units 
HS_ALGBR_UNITS High School Algebra Units 
HS_GEOM_UNITS High School Geometry 
Units 
HS_TRIG_UNITS High School Trigonometry 
Units 
HS_CALC_UNITS High School Calculus 
Units 
HS_CHEM_UNITS High School Chemistry 
Units 
HS_PHYS_UNITS High School Physics Units 
HS_BIO_UNITS High School Biology Units 
High School 
[HS Units] 
HS_ENGL_UNITS High School English Units 
CoreGPA GPA of Design Core 
Curriculum1Freshmen Year 
 
PORT 
 
Avg Portfolio Assessment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Score 
ESSAY Avg Essay Assessment 
Score 
Total_ID_Criteria CoreGPA, Portfolio, & 
Essay 
Proj_1 Design Project One, 
performance assessment 
APM The Advanced Progressive 
Matrices (APM) from the 
series of Raven 
Progressive Matrices 
(RPM) to measure eductive 
ability, motivation, 
persistence, will.  
Sophomore 
Year 
EXAM Cumulative final exam at 
end of sophomore year to 
measure content 
knowledge 
 
 
 
APPENDIX C 
 
The adjusted R2 for the path leading to the sCAP equals .627, which indicates 
nearly 63% of the variance of the dependant variable is explained along the path. The 
standard error of the estimate is 6.108, and the F-ratio is 11.927 with a significance 
level greater than 99.9%. A significant F-ratio indicates that the estimated coefficients of 
the variables are significantly different than zero. So the model as a whole is a good fit.  
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XSCAP
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XID RANK
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XACT MATH
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